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After a brief discussion of the deficiencies of both prescriptive and descriptive
rhetoric, the author presents a generative rhetoric as a workable technique for
teaching composition. An outline is-given of a generative ‘macro-rhetoric’ which deals
with the large task of how to organize and develop a statement or idea. Types of
sentences, four categories of generative sentences, and the manner in which each
category of generative sentence may be developed are considered. The article s
concluded wifh a discussion of the value of using “macro-rhetoric® to teach
composition. (BN)
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In recent months Marshall Mcluhan has called our attention to the
enercy which is generated when one technology or communication medium,
or intellectual discipline hybridizes or cross~-pollinates with another.
This phenomenon is demonstrated to the teachers of freshman En~lish now
that the new linguists are contributing so much to the study of rhetoric.
Among their contributions, the new grammarians have nrovided labels for
the various apnroaches currently in vosue among textbooks and teachers
of rhetoric. Applying the terms provided by the linguists, rhetoricians
perceive that we have among us "prescriptive rhetoricisns’ who, in the
manner of Strunk and White and Sheridan Baker, advise students, for
instance, "DON'T use passive voice" and "DO be brief." This groug is
lately joined by classical, medieval, and renaissance rhetoricians such
vqas Dudley Bailey, Bdward J. Corbett, Ryunda and Schwartz, Donald Lemen
§Clarke,Duhame1 and Hughes, Walter J. Ong, and Father Daniel Fogarty,
é§ whose valuable publications reacquaint us with didactics of Aristotle,
d Cicero, Quintilian, Acquinas, St. Augustine, Blair, Campbell, and
Whately. In their pronouncement of principles and rules, these rhet-
oricians resemble the nrescriptivist grammarian.

In contrast to this group, and resembling the "descriptive lin-

guists™ we have among us a school of "descriptive rhetoricians.'" Kenneth

Burke analyzes the style of Machiavelli; Charles Beaumont describes the
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writing of Jonathen Swift; John Holloway, of Matthew Arnold; and Thomas
0. Sloan, of John Donne. This descripbive apnroach is implicit in the
wide-spread use of anthologies in programs of Freshman Inglish. The

essence of the apnroach is "This is how Z.B. White did it." Tor White,
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you may substitute Thoreau, Thomas Macauley, E.lF, Forster, T.S. Eliot,

or whomever your current anthology anthologizes. The overt message is
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NThis is how E.E. White did it" and the implication is that the student

should “"Co and do thou likewise."

It is the use of rules and descrintions that bugs both the gremmarian
and the rhetorician, whether they be nrescrintive or descriptive. At
one time or another, almost any student of writinc~ meets a situation in
which the rules of Strunk and White are just plain bad advice. For
instance, in a sclentific or learned vaner, active voice often forces
a student into an artifice of nersonification. About passive voilce,
Berpen tivans has nercentively written, "The Fnclish nassive is a power-
ful verb form, . . o often the mark of an educated writer." He con-
cludes that advice azainst using nassive voice "should not be taken too
seriously."

About the simnlistic rule that cood writine must be "brief," a
student also soon has doutts. Uhen he cets a paner back from his com~-
position teacher, he sees, in red ink, Ngite illustrations,” or "details.'

" and he

e is told, "This sentence needs development" or "expanding,
responds "How cen I be brief when you want me to add more information?"
Fe looks about him and sees that ierman Melville, William Faulkner,

E.M. Forster, Alfred iorth “Whitehead, and a rmultitude of other success-

ful writers certainly do not write in the brief style. Ile notes that

many of the models in his antholony come from The New Yorker, whose

writers have made careers out of tellins us more about Texas million-
aires, navel oranges, and death "Tn Cold Dlood" than we could possibly
ever want to tmow. When a student finds thet almost all of the other
rules of the prescrintive rhetorician are violated by respected wiiters,
a credibility cap yawns and the gstudent desnairs about annlying nresecrin-

tive rules to his own writing.




The descriptive approach has virtues. Students can become
sensitized to useful sentence patterns; students can be helped to
apnreciate precision and rhythms. Rhetorical devices can be identified
and described, and a student can, with profit, use them. But the dis~-
advantages to this descriptive aporoach is that the student needs to
know when he should use the various devices which he has leamed to
recognize and describe. As part of the descriptive approach, many
teachers ask their students to smitate skilled writers, but this often
results in stilted writing. We must agree with Puffon that style is
the man. No matter how much thevrevered Mr. Franklin learned from
imitating Addison and Steele, writing from described models has limita-
tions.

The limitations of prescriptive and descriptive rhetoric are the
more obvious when we are confronted with the New Breed student who has
the annoying habit of asking "hy?" and "When?" I have been sympathetic
with the discomfiture of teachers when they are asked why they prescribe
a cértain technique. One, when asked to defend para~raphs which have a
. balance between generalizations and specifics, commented that such
writing is "more interesting," like "the music of a harp which has
long and short strings.” Another, when asked to defend sentences which
have a proliferation of subordinate clauses and lonw modifiers responded,
"T ruess I must admit that I like writing which is textured." These
answers, oObviously subjective and aesthetic, do not satisfy the nro=-
fessional rhetorician who demands a scientific analysis; they do not

satigfy the no-nonsense, clear-eyed students who says "I do not anree.”

A fault of »nrescriptive grammar and prescriptive rhetoric is that

too often they rive had advice; & fault of descrintive grammar and




rhetoric is that, too often, they cannot tell a student what he must do.
These deficisncies ernlain the need for 2 :iencrative study. Like the
generative lin-uistsz, the -“cnerative rhebtorician must try to tell the
writer whiat forms Fe con and shioulé use. When I gneak of senerative

netoric, I aa thinkin~ narticularly of the contributions of Yrancis
Chrictensen, “ayne Looth, Paul C. Rodwers, and A.L. Tecker, whrn have in-
jlcated annronriate and desirable forme which can be used under certain
circumstarces. I would like to voint out, however, that thess Tenera-
tive rhetoricieng mivht be called "micro-rhetoricians," that is, they
are concerned with the more minute strctures of uritien composition,
that is, sentences ané < iction. Althour they have turned their atten-
ftion to the nararranh, they have de-emnhasized what has been called
Wmacro~rhctoric.” The micro-rhetaricians have not yet had enou~h to

say ahont the larwer tasks of rhetoric, how to orsanize and how to
develon. It is to this tasl that .. turn T I
attem~tin~ bto ontline a ~rnerative macro-rhetoric.

Gefore T oroceed I must noint out the cssential characteristic of
a truly rencrabive rhctoric. In short, it must be instructive. It
nuet say to the student, "Yhen you confront this situstion, this is
what you ousht to do.™
its basgis, the macro-rhetoric starts with the question: how

does nsed arise for an exrtended communicstion? The answer lies in
the fact that sentences are ecssentially of fHwe admittedly overlamning
classes. If I were to say that "This manuscrint has twelve nares," I

mould be ubtterine a statement which fulfills the traditional definition

N\ . . i
of o sentence, é\froup of words whrich contuins a comrlete thourht. The

thourht is indee® complete: I call it a "definitive sentence." Once

told that a manugeript has twelve nares, we need bo know nothing




more if we are to understand the full impact of the sentence.

On the other hand, if I were to assert that "This manuscrint has
a. traric history," my assertion is not complete at all. Because it
does not contain a complete thought it perhaps should not be called a
sentence. In order to compnlete the thousht, I must add more information.
Take snother sentence; "That girl deserves her shady reputation.” In
this case, my resnonsibility becomues almost a legal ohlization. This
otlication sets up a n~ed for development; if the sentence is sufficiently
complex, it also sets up the need for orcganization. These‘sentences are
generative; rather then being definitive and complete, they "r~enerate"
need for further communication. Such a sentence is the basis forall
essays, articles, themes and all non-fiction.

As a teacher of freshman commosition I have long felt that the
hardest lesson for a beginner is that unsupported assertion is not -
cormmunication. I have used many gallons of red ink and many ergs
of energy  demanding that students develop thelir generaliz-
ations and supply necessary details. Many other rhetoricians have
commented on the same problem. When James McCrimmon and S.I. Hayakawa
speak of "dead level abstraction," when Francis Christensen condemns
" ack of texture," and when Rudolph Flesch issues the command, "Be
specificl" they are all referring to this problem. They are talking
about menerative sentences which have failed to senerate.

. With this understanding, sbtudents know what I am talking about and
¥tnow. what they must do when alongside their vasue, unsupported assertions,
I put the remark, "This sentence generates a responsibility which you
Pail to fulfill." I ususlly shorten the remark to "Proof?' or "Details,"

but I feel that an appreciation of the obligation hastens the time when




they customarily suvport and explain theilr observations and classifica-
tions, generalizations, jufrments, and statemunts of causal rel~tion-
shipe.

Students can become aware of cenerative sentences by beinT con-

. .

fronted with them and asked what response is expected. The definitive

" yields the response,

sentence, like "This manuscript has twelve pane
"Oh," or "Thanks for telling me." The generative sentence, on the other
hand, senerates questions, and we can anticipace what they are. If we
are to say, for instance, "Winston Churchill's ruccess bezan with an
early, calamitous failure, ' we can predict that oup listener will
respond, "It did? Success in what? What was the mistake?" If we
are to say "There is a way to end war," our listoner very likely will
resnond, "You really think so? How? When a student perceives that such
sentences, which are not cerminal or definitive, characteristically
start a dialorue, he is on the way to understandinm ~enerative rhetoric,
A renerative ssmtence is usunally one of four caterories, and a

rudimentary understanding of these catecories will crive a »reat deal

of understan<in~ ahout the extended commnication which must follow

them. The definitive sentence is usually only an observation. It
hardly requires a thousht. It is often called a fact. It usually can
be checked empirically. It usually reqaires little or no development.

In contrast, lat us look at some more germinal sentences, the clasgifi-

cation, r~eneraligzation, Jjudsment and cansal relation.

Suppose we say that "Salt is a comnound.” This sentence ic a

classification. Under most circumnstances, a classification is ronera-

tive; the person wio uttered it mus! assume the oblimation of filling

out its total meaninc. It is characteristic of the clasgiflication that
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it raises two questions or lssues: (1) %hat is the nature of the class?

(2) Tow does the srecific fit tue class? If a writer is aware that he

hos uttered a classific-tion, he can learn easily what he must do b rause

he has exrresced 1C.

A second class of ~encrative statement is the ~eneralization. The

nronerly sensitized writer, once he utters a ~eneralization, Iinds him-
gself confronted by tuo issues. (1) Vhat is the meaninsz of the rencral-
iraticn? (2) How does my specific fit the qualities of the 7enrral-
izmation? For demonstration, take the sentence, "pAmericans are material-

"

istic. Tt is obvious that the issues are, Mhat do you wmean by the

term materialistic? In what way do Americans £it the term?" The

dinlosue has berun, and the writer knows what to write. Jile has recosnized

his obli~ation.

A third type of ~enerative sentence is the iudrment. Many judgments

are controversial, and students skould be enconrased to recognize this
fact. Althoush mozs of us helleve Elizaketh Taylor is Teautliul, gcome
have called her "dismebing." After all, shke has been involved in a
scancdal or two. Althoush most of us shink the (rand Canyon is masnifli-
cent, some thint it useless. After all, you can't rrow a g inrle ear of
corn in it. The shudent et become aware that almest inevitably when
he malkeg such a judement, he must arswer two quesgtions: (1) Uhat is
your cnriterion for jud-ment? (2) How does your smecific it the
criterion? And once arain, we see the basis for both orcanization and
develonment.

Mhe final clasy of ~encrasive sertence is tlie statemoent o7 caucal

relationship, the assertion that " eanged E." The icenes ruised by

this rronouncen~nt have best been outlined by John Ltuart Iilled (1)




Did B hanpen every time A haprened? (2) UYhen A was not nresent, did
B hapmen? (3) Did 3 hapnen when other factors besides A were nresent?
(L) Is there some rational explanstion for the relationship?

Almost with no excention, when a pa cr explains or defends a theuls

hich is a classification, ~rneralization, jurrment, or causal relaton-

s

ship, the or~anization can be predicted. hen L1 discuss these natural
b

e

dinamics of a renerative sentence I refer to its "nredictable oranization.”

Although the order <ay he chan~red, the wmain topics are set up to answer
aquestions bhased on the nature of the renzrative sentence.

‘that rl.etoricians call "content'" also can be nredicted.

I can not r~o fully into the matter, but I invite

you bto test my hynothesis that attention to the natural dynamics of the
wenerative sentence ~ives auick and conclusive insights into the tyne
and amount of develonment required by the sentence. A classification,
for instance, requires a definition or descrintion of the class; it
also requires illustr~tion or examples to show thai the sreciflic fits
into the clase. A ~ecneralisation requires a description or definition=--
and the definition may be clarified by comparison and contrast; detalls
and illustration are necessary to show that the specific deserves the
~eneralization. The development required by a ~enscrallization judrment
and a statement of caugal relationshin are obvious enouch--once the
student perceives that almost incvitably such senerative sentences place
a burden of proof upon btue uwrlter.

Once the gtudent understands the resnonsibility which he =must
assume when he ubtters a renerative sentence, he can readily understand
that there are other kinds of generative statements. The simplest is

the purpose statement which indicates that the writer is soing to des-

-
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cribe a nrocess; the structare will be chronolo- ical; the content will

be a descrintion of the g teps.  Zqually as inevitable, are the stock

lssues described last jenr at the conference on composition and communication by
Richard Braddock. Once a writer under-
talzes to defoend an arcumentative thesie 1like "The United States should
adont the essgentlal features of the LZritish Droadcasting System," he is
sadiled with at least a cansideration of the stece” issues (1) Is therc
a need for a chan~e? (2) What plan do you sur~est? (3) Would your
plan correct the evils of the nresent system? (L) Is your rlar
feasible?

Almost every intellectual discipline hos its own format for articles,

and the format snells out the is ues or required thesis. As Maurice

Peebe has vointed out in Literar; Symbolism, "the critical narer almost

inevitably must contaln the introduction with its »nrerosal, survey of
research, and btoost; the demonstration; and the concluzgion with its
clincher, summary, and anvlication."

Yost scientific jourmale have prescribed formsts for their con-
tributors. Professor Mitchell Marcus calls these various structures

' A student can learn wmuch from analyzing how they

"exo-gskeletons.'
orisinally derived from mensrative theses.

A student can understand also thiat under come circumstances even 2n
observotion can be venerative. "Jim Ryun won the mile run" is delinitive,
but "Ruseia won the last Olymnics" is renerative.

Teachins macro-rhetoric, that is, orranization anéd develonment, is
usually dif "icult becaunse it mi~ht seem that an entire theme is neceszary
for each lesgon. I find that renerative rhetoric is a short cut. I
freouently nhrase sentences and asl: students to indicate the develonment
and orcanization which very li%ely ourht to follow them: (1) Her

boyfriend is really flaky. (2) L3D can have devasting effects on its
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userse (3) Religious institutions have historically been the enemy of
science. (L) Toads cause wartse. (5) Messalina is conventionally
regarded as the worst of the Roman women. (6) Dear Father and Mother:
T want to get married.

Although I have chosen to confine nyself to the large problens
of macro-rhetoric, I suspect that you will see that the concept of
generative rhetoric has a benefiglal effect on the smaller units of
micro-rhetoric. A student learns to avoid the extravagant assertion
which he cannot possibly prove and probably does not mean. He tends to
cull out vague and general diction which generates toomuch obligation.
He learns to control his sentence structure because an overly involved
sentence tends to become a maze of generatlve sentences, containing
in one bundle possibly a generalization, and a classification, and a
judgment--all of which entail responsibility -he must fulfill. He tends

to avoid ambiguity and irrelevance because he has a greater feeling for

what each sentence and word should accomplish. He develops a sense of

paragraph because he perceives that a topic sentence is generative and
the development is the fulfillment of its obligation.

In general, I have found that students react well to generative
rhetoric. In the first place, after being exposed to the rules of
grammar and style for twelve years, they are bored, and they turned
with eagerness to a new approach. They are the New Breed; they rebel
against prescriptive rules, especially when they turn immediately to
their anthology and find them violated. They like the inductive approach
that is possible with this technique. When we ﬁork with our anthology

and determine the thesis of an esséy, I stbp and say, "Okay, there it
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jgs. Is 1T a classification, seneralization, judsment, or statement

of cause? What issues are inevitably raised? Which ones do you think
the writer will discuss?” The students are encouraged to predict the
content and the structure and then check their analysis. If they
succeed in anticipating the structure and development, they read with
o sense of identity. If they miss, they are encouraged to reassess

their analysis.

A student soon will learn that the analysis of generative sentences
is not completely mechanical, and all writing is not the same. He will
need to decide how much svidence is needed to support an assertion, for,
instance, that "Most of the students were bored." He would need less
support if the sentence was tsome of the students were bored." e will
need to analyze the state of mind, education, and mentality of his prospec-
tive audience. For instance, when Richard Kostelanatz wrote in The

New York Times that "some of Mairshall McLuhan'!s didens are brilliant

insights," he had to decide what his audience knew about McLuhan's 1deas.
Eaving been sensitivized to generative 1deas and their obligation
student
of content and development, a / will know what questions will e asked,

but he will have to decide which isstes are crucial, and which are

likely to be conceded.,

A student should learn that the coli~ation of a cenerative
sentence, lLike the mytholosical Janus, locks two ways. wWhen a person
comments, "That ~irl deserves her shady reputation,” in addition to
the responsibility of sroviding supportive snformation, he has the

resnonsibility of having zone throush certain thouzht processes before

ne made the jud~mment. Aware of this resnonslblility, a student 1~nores

Madison Avenue agsertions like t Whiskey is the best in the world . "
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No one could possibly do the research and testing which justifies such
o statement. Sensitive to his own responsibility, a student 1s less
likely to write "Sohools are better in Wew England than in the Middle
Weste"

I will not take * gpace to demonstrate fully how a student
can be shown just what steps in thinking are necessary for the tywes
of penerative sentence, but ,~-to mention just one--to make a judgment,

a person must decide on some kind of criterion, and then he must subject
his specific to the test. A teacher, having established communication
with a student about how ideas are formed and justified, can question

a sophomore assumption by asking the student what his criterion is, and
how he tested his swecifice

The double oblisation that T am discussin~ hias overtones of the
"oughtness” described by Tmmanuel Kant in his "Categorical Imperative."
Since I wish to make my students very aware of the source and obligation
of all their ideas I therefore refer to the "vhetorical imperative."
When a student utters a cenerative statement, he "ought'" to have done
the proper research and thinking; he "ought" to provide the predictable
supportive structure and developmente.

The New Breed of student seems to react well to the concept of
responsibility which the rhetorical imperative engenders. When a
student reads a paper in class, his peers are likely to commentys "That
assertion gives you more responsibility than jyou were willing to assume.
You ought not to have sald it." As a result, papers tend to increase

in denth and texture.
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The Rhetorical Imperative is thus the basis of a workable technique.

The awsrenesc of the intrinsic directives dynamics of expressions

I+ thus is a cenerative rhctoric.

o a student what he must do.
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